T | 1HE news of the sudden and unexpected assassination of the King of the Yaman, Imam Yahya Hamid ad-Din, was received with much surprise by the outside world owing to the extreme isolationist policy which the Yaman had followed since she was detached from the Ottoman Empire at the turn of the century. Even Saudi Arabia, separated from the outside world by a barren desert and a conservative creed, began to appreciate the advantages of contact with the West and abandoned her isolationism. The Saudi monarch, without compromising the independence of his country, has become one of the richest in Arabia by throwing open the doors of his kingdom to foreign capital and technicians for the exploitation of its internal resources. It was perhaps for this very reason that the progressive elements in the Yaman, believing that their monarch should follow in the footsteps of the other Arab rulers, began to agitate for reform. These elements, despairing of any hope of bringing the Imam to reason, and too impatient even to wait for a dying ruler to reach his end, sought by violent means to overthrow his regime.
Throughout his long reign, which began in I904, the Imam Yahya, suspicious lest foreign influence would destroy the independence he had won from the Turks almost single-handed, tried to keep contact with the outside world to a minimum, if he could not absolutely prevent it. For a long time the Imam's policy was hailed as wise and prudent owing to the penetration of foreign influence into almost all Arab lands after the first world war, except, perhaps, Saudi Arabia. Imam Yahya could flatter himself that he had refused the offers of a number of Powers for favourable treaties of friendship and commerce. Realizing that France and Great Britain were then the two preponderant Powers in the Arab World, and engaged in a boundary dispute with the latter, he toyed with the idea of playing off the democracies against the dictatorships. When an English mission, headed by Sir Gilbert Clayton, proceeded in the spring of I926 to San'a to settle the boundary dispute and negotiate an agreement, Imam Yahya not only turned down Sir Gilbert's offer but sought to consolidate his position by signing a treaty of commerce and friendship with Italy on 2 September I926. This alliance with Mussolini, distrusted by Britain lest it should afford him a foothold in the Arabian Peninsula detrimental to her interests, entitled little more than acceptance by the Imam of arms deliveries in return for preferential trade relations and the employment of Italian technicians. By this action Imam Yahya won a diplomatic victory since he strengthened his position by securing the support of Mussolini without even permitting him to establish normal diplomatic relations with the Yaman. This agreement was followed by another with the Soviet Union on i November I928. While this treaty was purely a trade agreement, its significance was in a large measure due to the dispatch of a Soviet Muslim envoy who had a direct emotional appeal to the people of the Yaman. It was not until the deterioration in the relations between Imam Yahya and Ibn Saud, which resulted in the Seven Weeks' War of I934 between the two Arab kingdoms, that the Imam, probably seeking the mediation or support of Britain, finally agreed to sign a treaty with Britain (ii February I934), which provided for the establishment of trade relations as well as for the settlement of their differences. Hostilities with Ibn Saud were formally terminated by the treaty of Ta'if (20 May I934) and, on 29 April I936, the Imam, for the first time participating in a regional agreement, adhered to the pact signed by Iraq and Saudi Arabia on 2 April I936. The Imam also signed an agreement with France in April I936. These treaties, renewed and supplemented by others, by no means impaired the Imam's powers, since each recognized the independence of the Yaman and were restricted to the establishment of friendship and mutual trade relations.
The Imam's foreign policy, then hailed as a great success, enhanced his prestige at home and enabled him to concentrate as much power as possible in his own hands. As the head of an Islamic State who claimed to derive his powers from the sacred Shiari'a, he permitted no limitations upon his authority, which was as complete in religious as in civil matters. He ruled his country with an iron hand, keeping his rivals and the country's leaders completely under his domination. But this policy of repression, without regard to the desires and interests of his people, resulted in the dissatisfaction with his administration which culminated in the uprising of I948.
The emancipation of the Arab countries from foreign control aroused great interest in the Yaman. The negotiations for the establishment of the Arab League, in which the Imam at first reluctantly participated (fearing lest the Arab League would interfere in his government), brought the Yaman into the orbit of inter-Arab politics; and the establishment of the United Nations, into which the Yaman was admitted in I947, inevitably aroused her interest in world affairs. This gradual emergence, much to the Imam's dislike, into closer contact with international affairs was made the more influential by the increasing influx of ideas by means of the neighbouring Arab press and the Yamani students who studied abroad. Further, a number of Arabs expressed interest in developing trade relations with the Yaman as well as in the improvement of her economic conditions. The introduction of these new but disruptive forces, coupled with the increasing decline in the Imam's energy, inevitably rendered his regime vulnerable.
Opposition to the Imam's rule began abroad when a number of Yamanis sought refuge in Aden, which under the British administration enjoyed considerable freedom, and began to agitate against the tyranny and persecution of the Imam. They organized a society advocating liberal reform and issued a paper called Sawt al-Yaman (Voice of the Yaman), edited by the able writer and poet Muhammad Mahmud al-Zubayri. The activities of the exiled Yamanis were intensified when one of the Imam's sons, Amir Sayf al-Islam Ibrahim, after he had quarrelled with his father and served a term of imprisonment, suddenly left Yaman in I945 and sought refuge in Aden.' The Amir became the rallying centre in Aden and denounced his father as a reactionary ruler. These exiled Yamanis made contact with the malcontents in San'a and were able to smuggle their paper as well as other propaganda materials into the country. Their movement became the more influential when it joined hands with the secret opposition movement which had developed within the Imam's own circle of supporters and flatterers.
Another source of agitation against the Imam was to be found among the But the most damaging opposition to the Imam's regime came from within. The leading personages and religious dignitaries, convinced that the Imam could not be prevailed upon to change his policy, came to a tacit agreement that the only way to introduce reform was to seize power themselves when the aged Imam breathed his last, preventing the succession of his eldest son, Amir Sayf al-Islam Ahmad, then governor of Ta'iz. This agreement, it seems, was arrived at less than a year before the assassination of the Imam, though the leaders of the coup d'etat declared that it was of some ten years standing and that a number of the Imam's sons had approved of it. Abdullah al-Wazir, the Imam's personal adviser and confidant, was the Opposition's chosen candidate for the Imamate and agreed to rule as a constitutional monarch.
The leaders of the Opposition, both in San'a and Aden, drew up a secret convention, later proclaimed as their Sacred National Pact, promising to set up a government with a representative council to be elected by the people. This Pact, which was not intended to replace the Shari'a, was regarded as the secular constitutional charter for Yaman. Though Abdullah al-Wazir was perhaps the most generally respected personage outside the Royal Family, the ingenius plan of the coup d'etat was not his own work. Two foreign adventurers may now be introduced into the drama as perhaps most instrumental in translating the grievances of the malcontents into an open rebellion. The first is al-Fadil al-Wartalanian Algerian nationalist who sought refuge in Cairo on account of his outspoken agitation against French rule in North Africa. Financed by an Egyptian capitalist, al-Wartalani secured certain commercial concessions from the Imam Yahya and set up an Egypto-Yamani company in San'a which gained advantages from the export-import trade of the Yaman.1 His financial success, which secured for him a prominent place in the Yamani society, did not satiate his adventurous spirit. Gambling for higher stakes, he joined the Opposition and acted as a liaison between them and those abroad, especially with the Ikhwan al-Muslimun in Cairo. He also promised to supply arms to the rebels, and negotiated, after the coup d'etat, with Ibn Saud for his support for the al-Wazir government.
If al-Wartalani was the brains of the Opposition, Colonel Jamal Jamil, the other adventurer, was the executor of the conspiracy. Jamal was an officer in the Iraqi army whose ambition and adventurous spirit prompted him to join General Bakr Sidqi who led the coup d'etat of I936 against the lawful Government of Iraq. When Imam Yahya requested the Iraqi Government to dispatch a military mission for the training of his army, Jamal saw his future in the service of the Imam (though actually fearing the revenge of his opponents in Iraq after Bakr Sidqi was assassinated) and decided to adopt the Yaman as his second country. Jamal won the confidence of the Imam and very soon became one of his close associates. But Jamal, like al-Wartalani, seeking further power and prestige, and perhaps aspiring to emulate the role of his former master and friend, Bakr Sidqi, staged a similar revolt in the Yaman in order to rid the country of her despotic ruler.
The ringleaders were impatiently waiting for the Imam's death, who had passed fourscore years and was suffering from partial paralysis, when they unexpectedly heard that the Imam had failed to appear for his usual Friday prayer on 7 February I948. This at once set on foot the rumour that the Imam had died. When this false news reached Aden it was carelessly broadcast, without previous confirmation, with the names of the contemplated members of the new government.2 This did not fail to reach the Imam who, after a conversation with al-Wazir, forgave the leaders and showed satisfaction when the information was merely contradicted by a broadcast from San'a. The leaders, however, were afraid lest the Imam should punish them. Further, the Imam's sons lost no time in persuading their father to invite his eldest son, Amir Sayf al-Islam Ahmad, then Governor of Ta'iz, to return to the capital and to take charge of public affairs lest anything should suddenly happen to the aged Imam. It is reported that an invitation was actually sent to Amir Ahmad and that preparations were started to provide a special residence for him.
This move brought matters to a head, for it prompted the ringleaders to precipitate action before Amir Ahmad should arrive in the capital and punish his opponents. On Tuesday, I7 February I948, when Imam Yahya was on the way to his estate outside the capital, accompanied by Prime Minister Abdullah al-Amri, four grandsons' and a small body-guard, he was intercepted by an unknown car and was shot, with his Prime Minister and one grandson, by a machine-gun. The car, it was later established, was supplied by al-Wartalani and the machine-gun was one of the Imam's official army weapons taken with the knowledge of Jamal Jamil. The bodies of the Imam and his Prime Minister were seen by tribesmen, who immediately reported the assassination to the capital.
Hardly had the Imam been assassinated than Jamal Jamil, appointed by Abdullah al-Wazir as Director General of Public Security, immediately proceeded at the head of a small garrison to the Sa'ada Palace, where the Imam's treasures were alleged to be stored (though actually they were never found by the rebels) to declare it under the possession of the new regime. He was met there by three of the Imam's sons who opposed his action. They refused to surrender and Jamal ordered his soldiers to fire at them. Fighting followed and, within a few minutes, two of the Amirs (al-Husayn and al-Muhsin) and a number of their men were seen dead outside the Palace.
In the meantime the ringleaders were busy urging the people to request Abdullah al-Wazir to accept the Imamate as successor to Imam Yahya. Many notables and dignitaries, who had no choice in the matter, proceeded to pay their fealty to Abdullah al-Wazir. Two of Imam Yahya's sons and one grandson (Muhammad al-Badr, son of Amir Ahman, now the Crown Prince), who were afraid of a fate similar to that of their brothers, declared their submission to the new government. The formal installation of Abdullah al-Wazir as Imam and constitutional monarch was declared on the following day (Wednesday, i8 February I948) when the religious leaders and chief judges performed the formal act of bay'a (homage). The tribal chiefs came later to take part in this formal declaration.
On Friday, 2o February I948, when the people gathered for prayer at the Mosque, the name of the new Imam was formally mentioned in the Since the Political Committee of the Arab League was then in session, 'Azzam Pasha referred the matter to it for consideration. The Committee decided that before any action could be taken, a commission should immediately be sent to San'a to report on the situation. A Commission was accordingly dispatched on I9 February I948, arrived three days later at San'a, and cabled a summary of the events of the coup d'etat. In the meantime Abdullah al-Wazir sent a telegram to 'Azzam Pasha inviting the Arab League to send a delegation to report to the League on the internal situation of the country.
In view of the uncertain status of the new regime, the Political Committee of the Arab League thought it premature to commit itself to any policy and decided merely to send a commission of inquiry to advise on the matter. On 23 February a Commission of seven was appointed, under the chairmanship of 'Azzam Pasha, which left Cairo on i March. When it reached Jidda four days later, news had arrived that Amir Ahmad had organized a strong resistance movement at Hajja, in the north west of the Yaman, and that civil war had begun. Abdullah al-Wazir sent a telegram welcoming the appointment of the Commission, while Amir Ahmad, under pretext of lack of security in the country, advised postponement of its dispatch. In the circumstances the Commission, at the invitation of Ibn Saud, paid a visit to Riyad and discussed the situation in the Yaman with him. Ibn Saud declared at the outset that he was prepared to accept any decision arrived at by the Council of the Arab League, but it was understood during the Commission's sojourn in Riyad, which lasted a week, that the Saudi Monarch, and more particularly his eldest son Saud, were opposed to the al-Wazir regime. Ibn Saud declared that though he regarded Abdullah al-Wazir as one of his close friends, and in spite of the fact that Amir Ahmad had taken part in a conspiracy against him a few years earlier, he was averse to the method followed by Abdullah al-Wazir in usurping power by the assassination of Imam Yahya. It was argued that the recognition of the new regime in the Yaman might encourage similar opposition movements in the other Arab countries to seek power by violence.' It was even suspected that the Saudi Monarch was secretly in touch with Amir Ahmad and that both moral and material support were offered to him. The Saudi Monarch was, it was suggested, keen to keep the Commission at Riyad, enjoying his hospitality, so that Amir Ahmad should have time to establish himself before the Commission could arrive at San'a to perform its good offices.
In the circumstances the Commission decided to send invitations to both Amir Ahmad and Abdullah al-Wazir to send representatives to Riyad to submit their differences. Abdullah al-Wazir responded by sending a delegation of three, headed by al-Wartalani; Amir Ahmad, who was already on his way to attack San'a, failed to do so. In his interview with the Commission, al-Wartalani denied that the new regime had anything to do with the assassination of the late Imam, whose rule, he declared, was despotic; the people had been impatiently waiting to get rid of him. The new government, al-Wartalani went on to say, was planning to reform the Yaman on the basis of the Sacred National Pact and to bring about further co-operation with the other Arab countries politically and economically. Further, al-Wartalani stated that Amir Ahmad was very unpopular among the people, that he was never recognized as an heir apparent (since hereditary succession to the throne was never recognized by the Zaydi creed) and that only the tribes in the north, moved by their ambition to plunder the capital, had come to his support. Al-Wartalani accordingly requested the support of the Arab League and suggested that a few aeroplanes and tanks should immediately be sent to San'a to defend it against the tribal attack. The Saudi Monarch, it is reported, was not pleased by this request, and when al-Wartalani repeated it replied that al-Wartalani himself had had recourse to violence and taken part in the 1 It was for this very reason that King Abdullah of Jordan refused to recognize the new regime and sent a telegram to Abdullah al-Wazir requesting him to punish those who took part in the assassination of Imam Yahya. In the light of the subsequent assassination of King Abdullah, this fear of encouraging opposition by violence was not unfounded. murder of the late Imam. Amir Ahmad, in the meantime, sent a telegram to Ibn Saud, declaring that his forces had arrived at the gates of San'a and denied that his tribal forces were planning to plunder its inhabitants.
The League's Commission, in the light of these new developments, was divided on the course of action it should follow. The representatives of Egypt, Jordan, and Saudi Arabia were opposed to Abdullah al-Wazir; the representatives of Syria and Lebanon (and, perhaps, 'Azzam Pasha himself) were at the outset sympathetic towards him; while the representative of Iraq was neutral. In the circumstances al-Wartalani suggested that the League should hold a plebiscite and that authority should be given to whoever was supported by the majority. While this suggestion was feasible in principle, it was found difficult to put into practice owing to the opposition of Amir Ahmad to any intervention by the Arab League. News was then received that the tribes had occupied San'a and that the government of Abdullah al-Wazir had been overthrown and the members put to death. The League's Commission, realizing the futility of any further discussion, decided to return to Cairo. When he heard this grave news, al-Wartalani, who was still negotiating in Saudi Arabia, at once left the country before he was arrested. He fled first to Egypt, but when he was not permitted to land, he went to Lebanon. From there he escaped to Turkey where he was given asylum.
The story of Amir Ahmad's dramatic rise to power and his final overthrow of the al-Wazir regime begins with his escape to Hajja when intelligence reached him at Ta'iz, that a coup d'etat had taken place in San'a and that plans were made for his arrest. From Ta'iz he escaped to Hudayda and was secretly helped by Qadi Husayn al-Halali, Governor of Hudayda, who sympathized with him in his war with Abdullah al-Wazir. The town of Hajja, significant for its strategic position on the crest of a high mountain, had for long been the centre of Amir Ahmad's activities; he had lavishly spent money among its tribal chiefs for such a future contingency as this.
The arrival of Amir Ahmad at Hajja set in motion the opposition movement which culminated in the fall of San'a and the collapse of the al-Wazir regime. He appealed to the tribesmen, incited them against the comparatively well-to-do town dwellers of San'a, and distributed large gifts among them. He proclaimed himself the new Imam, in succession to his father, and declared that he would punish the capital which had assassinated its Imam. The gates of this opulent city, he announced, would therefore be declared thrown open for plunder. This tempting prize aroused the war instinct of the tribesmen who responded jubilantly to the appeal of their Imam that they should avenge the blood of his revered father.
The government of Abdullah al-Wazir at first warned Amir Ahmad and asked him to surrender, but when his movement won initial success among the tribes it appealed to the Arab League for support, Amir Ahmad sent a telegram to the Arab League warning against intervention and stated that he was on his way to capture San'a and restore order to the country. When Amir Ahmad's army arrived at the gates of San'a, some of al-Wazir's own army and supporters deserted him to fight on the side of Amir Ahmad. This change in the attitude of the army and the rank and file was partly in expectation of material returns, but mainly, it seems, resulted from a strong feeling of reaction, following the atrocious murder of the late Imam, which produced an attitude of apathy towards a government which claimed to inaugurate a regime of order and justice.
On I4 March I948 the army entered San'a and the leaders of the al-Wazir regime were arrested. Al-Wazir and al-Kibsi were tried at Hajja and put to death on 2 April; but other leaders, such as Muhammad Sirri, the commander of the Army in Ta'iz, were executed in February a year later (I949). Jamal Jamil was thrown into prison at Hajja, but under threat followed by a promise of pardon he gave the names of the principal participants in the assassination of the late Imam. This confession, which revealed many details about the inside story of the coup d'etat, did not avail Jamal, for he was ruthlessly executed on the charge of giving orders to kill two of the late Imam's sons outside the Sa'ada Palace.
When firmly established, Amir (now Imam) Ahmad's government was recognized by the other Arab countries as the lawful government in March I948. He resided in Ta'iz, refusing to return to San'a on the ground that he would not move the seat of his throne to the city that assassinated its Imam. He is quite aware of the forces that undermined his father's regime and has declared his readiness to open up the Yaman to foreign capital and technicians. It is true that Imam Ahmad's high-handed policy has been dreaded by his people, especially for the way in which he liquidated his opponents, but he can claim with justice that by his actions he restored peace and order to a country that was torn by factional war.
In analysing the coup d'etat in retrospect, several circumstances emerge as decisive in the rise and fall of the al-Wazir regime. The Yamanis, it seems, had real grievances of long standing under Imam Yahya's regime, for which Imam Yahya was made the scapegoat. Poverty, disease, and illiteracy were not new in the Yaman, since they have persisted for centuries. The Imam Yahya, by his insistence on a policy of isolationism, ignored the grievances of his people and the forces working for change. When Egypt, Syria, and Iraq were still under foreign control, the Imam could flatter himself that the Yaman was kept immune from foreign influence by his policy; but when these countries were emancipated from foreign rule and achieved reforms during the last quarter of a century, the Yamanis keenly felt their backwardness and revolted against the Imam's isolationism. Imam Yahya's weakness, therefore, lay in his failure (as he grew older) to appreciate the importance of the new spirit in his country which was crying for reform. The participation of the Yaman in the Arab League and her admission into membership of the United Nations inevitably called for the abandonment of isolationism, but the Imam paid little attention to the new circumstances which gave ample reasons for criticism. The new generation and the malcontents gave their ready support to the al-Wazir government, because they were assured that this government would abandon isolationism and embark upon active cooperation with the other Arab countries. Further, the majority of the inhabitants of the Yaman are Shafi'is (Sunnis), but have been for long subjected to the Zaydi ruling minority. To the Shafi'is, who inhabit the south and the seaboard of the Yaman, belong the commercial class who naturally were opposed both to the Imam's isolationist policy and to the Zaydi oppression. They welcomed the al-Wazir regime because they counted on a more liberal policy as well as the opening of the Yaman to foreign commerce.
The initial mistake of the al-Wazir movement was, however, that the change had been accomplished by the brutal assassination of the aged Imam whose death was expected at any moment. Many influential persons, including some of the tribal chiefs, gave their support to al-Wazir when they were informed that the Imam had died naturally and that Abdullah al-Wazir had been proclaimed the new Imam. When these people discovered that Imam Yahya had been assassinated, their warm support began to cool off, and when Amir Ahmad suddenly emerged to avenge his father, they admitted that Amir Ahmad had after all a real cause to fight for.
The death-blow to the al-Wazir regime came, however, from the tribes. The population of the Yaman is sharply divided between the tribes and the town-dwellers, but the wealth of the country is so unevenly divided among them that the tribes were constantly jealous of the comparatively wealthy town-dwellers and have often in the past threatened the towns with plunder. Amir Ahmad, exploiting this rivalry under the pretext that the city which murdered its Imam must be punished, could thus mobilize the tribal population on his side with decisive results in his overthrow of the al-Wazir regime.
The legal controversy regarding the rule of the succession to the Imamate seems to have played very little, if any, part in the struggle between Amir Ahmad and Abdullah al-Wazir. Amir Ahmad claimed that he had been given the bay'a (homage) by the leading dignitaries, including al-Wazir himself, before the assassination of his father; while al-Wazir denied this claim and argued that the Imamate, according to the Zaydi creed, was never recognized as a hereditary rule and was always open to whoever the people should elect. While the bay'a was no doubt given at first to al-Wazir, the dignitaries were soon to renounce it in favour of Amir Ahmad.
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